Rethinking the Standardized Test: The Pursuit of Diversity and Standardization  by Kim, Yong-Lyun & Lee, June
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  47 ( 2012 )  1495 – 1500 
1877-0428 © 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Hüseyin Uzunboylu 
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.849 
CY-ICER 2012 
Rethinking the standardized test: The pursuit of diversity and 
standardization 
Yong-Lyun Kim a *, June Lee b  
aHankuk University of Foreign Studies, Seoul, Korea 
bHankuk University of Foreign Studies, Seoul, Korea, 
270 Imun-dong, Dongdaemun-gu,130-791 
Abstract 
There are growing concerns that the national policy of student assessment may lead to increased competitions between schools 
and prevent schools from maintaining diverse and creative curriculum for well-rounded education in Korea. The primary purpose 
of the study is to provide a brief understanding of Korea’s national assessment policy and introduce two cases in which schools 
have successfully pursued both educational goals simultaneously – improving test scores in basic subjects and maintaining 
diverse and creative curriculums for well-rounded education. 
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1. Introduction 
According to a report by the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Korean students have 
consistently ranked among the top in the world rankings: first place in reading, fourth place in math, and seventh 
place in science (PISA, 2006). However, this outstanding achievement, a product of public education in Korea, has 
come at the expense of flexibility in the management of creative curriculums and diverse learning activities, which 
are critical to the well-rounded development of students. There has been growing concern about Korea’s education 
system, which has focused mainly on academic success, particularly since the Korean government instituted a 
national assessment policy based on standardized tests for elementary and secondary school students.  
The National Assessment of Students’ Academic Achievement (NASAA) has been conducted since 2008 in 
Korea, and the results of the standardized tests have been publicly available. Some educators and parents, addressing 
the government’s policy on distributing financial resources based on test results, have questioned whether such a 
policy could facilitate the much-needed educational reform. In addition, some civic groups have criticized that 
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revealing test scores may lead to increased competition between schools to improve test scores and that such 
competition could prevent schools from maintaining diverse and creative curriculums for the well-rounded 
development of their students.  
In fact, these two educational goals improving test scores in basic subjects and maintaining diverse and 
creative curriculums for well-rounded education need not be mutually exclusive. Pursuing these two educational 
goals is not a matter of choosing between the two but a necessary requirement for effective public education.  The 
primary purpose of this study is to provide a brief review of Korea s national assessment policy and introduce two 
cases in which schools have successfully pursued both goals simultaneously (one school in a suburban area and 
another in a rural area).  
2.  
Korea s national assessment policy, implemented in 2008 
goals (Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, 2008). First, the government can obtain longitudinal data on 
student achievement and use it to develop appropriate policies that can facilitate the reduction of learning gaps, the 
improvement of school curriculums, and the development of effective teaching and learning methods. Second, the 
government will be able to use test results to identify struggling students and the subjects they are weak in and 
allocate resources such that fewer students left behind. Third, schools can be motivated by test results and compete 
to satisfy the national standards in student achievement.  
In 2010, the standardized tests were implemented for 6th grade (elementary school), 9th grade (middle school), 
and 11th grade (high school) students. Students in the 6th and 9th grades were tested on five subject areas, including 
reading, social studies, math, science, and English. Students in the 11th grade were tested on three subject areas, 
including reading, math, and English. Students were classified into four groups based on their test scores: the 
outstanding (80% or above), competent (50%-79%), marginal (20%-49%), and unsatisfactory (less than 20%) 
groups (Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, 2008, 2009, and 2010 
The results were sent to students and their parents/schools. Elementary, middle, and high schools were 
designated as if 5.4%, 20%, and 20% of their students belonged to the unsatisfactory  
category, respectively.  Vocational schools were classified as  if 40% of students belonged 
to the unsatisfactory  group. 
The national assessment policy includes financial support based on need and/or merit. For example, schools 
designated as Schools to be Improved  may receive need-based financial support from the government to employ 
substitute teachers, develop curriculums, and facilitate learning activities. The government anticipates that the 
standardized test would provide meaningful data for accurately diagnosing y and 
improving student achievement (Ministry Education, Science and Technology, 2009). 
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3. Controversial issues concerning the standardized test 
Although some parent groups and conservative media have responded favorably to the policy, there has been 
some growing concerns about the impact of the policy on school curriculums and the ways in which the policy is 
implemented. First, because the government has emphasized the educational accountability of individual schools, 
schools focus on emotional and social abilities of students may suffer as a result of their increasing interest in 
standardized tests. Further, making test scores publicly available may induce schools to emphasize cognitive skills 
pertinent to the tests, not well-rounded education.  
Second, publicizing test scores could make the main driver of school education, and that mechanism could 
become the main criterion for evaluating the competence of superintendents, principals, and teachers. Thus, the 
national assessment policy appears to have limited schools  pedagogical ability and left them no choice but to help 
students improve their test scores.  
Third, ranking schools based on test scores may lead to not only intensified competition between schools but 
also social disharmony and superfluous social expenditure (Lee, 2010). The policy is not likely to reduce the 
educational gap between districts and social classes. Instead, inequitable educational opportunities, particularly in 
terms of access to supplemental education such as private instruction, may widen the educational gap between urban 
and rural schools and between social classes.  
Finally, some have questioned the appropriateness of making schools completely responsible for test results. 
Except for school factors, there are many other factors that may also influence academic achievement such as the 
family s socio-economic status and the community s socio-cultural capital. However, the policy does not consider 
the educational role of the family and the community as one of the critical factors in student achievement. 
4. Having it both ways: Schools pursuing both diversity and standardization 
In terms of national assessment, the key issue is whether Korea s education system can focus not only on 
in several subject areas but also on their emotional, social, and physical abilities. In 
this regard, this study now presents two cases in which schools (one in a suburban area and another in a rural area) 
successfully achieve both of these goals.  
4. 1.  Student-specific curriculum: a suburban school 
Daegeon High School, located in a suburban area near a metropolitan city in Korea, received little attention 
when it launched a new curriculum emphasizing both the development of students  emotional, social, and physical 
abilities and the enhancement of their academic achievement in 1995. However, the school became famous when the 
, and a number of schools wanted to 
benchmark the school. Of the numerous educational programs at Daegeon, particularly noteworthy is one program 
focusing on -reflection and student-specific learning.  
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The program, referred to as , reflects four aspects of student development: physical, emotional, spiritual, 
and study/service. Once students enter the high school, they manage a planner with which they chart and evaluate 
their long-term (10 years) and short-term (weekly) goals. For example, in terms of short-term goals, they note their 
weekly class schedule, allot time for reading at home, and keep a diary about good and bad things that happened 
during the week. At the end of the week, a group of five to six students meet to discuss the content of their PESS 
planner. Managing the PESS planner provides the student an opportunity to reflect and control his or her emotional 
and social development. In particular, this learning method is effective in improving and sustaining the student s 
internal motivation for academic learning as well as school life. To make the method more effective, the school 
employs a democratic process in which students, teachers, and parents are encouraged to participate in setting goals 
learning 
activities and request the community or parents for their cooperation. 
 such as read and math, the school manages 
student-specific learning curriculums in which students are able to select different levels of classes, complete 
individualized homework, and participate in after-school programs depending on their individual learning progress. 
Allowing students to enroll in classes that closely reflect their level of ability is effective not only in improving the 
academic competence of students with lower scores but also in motivating those who would otherwise be out of 
place in inappropriate classes. The school also uses textbooks and teaching materials that the teachers developed for 
each level of classes. 
Student-specific homework is assigned based on the student s achievement level. By updating the 
for each student, teachers provide students with feedback and individualized homework on subjects 
that they need to improve. In addition to individualized learning programs during regular school hours, the school 
offers various after-school programs. Students may take courses if they feel a need for supplementary or remedial 
education in some subject areas. Because of such student-specific educational programs, the school has consistently 
ranked among the country s top schools in terms of standardized tests and college entrance exams. In addition, since 
the implementation of the new curriculum in 2006, there have been no acts of violence at the school. 
4. 1. Learning in harmony with the environment: a rural school 
Johyeon Elementary School, located in a rural area with few residents, had been expected to be closed in 2006 
because of the lack of students and financial resources. However, since the newly appointed principal and some 
teachers started to introduce innovative education programs focusing on both experiential learning and basic 
academic competencies in 2007, the school has been transformed into a totally different school. The school now has 
a long waiting list of students from urban areas wishing to enroll.  
Johyeon manages a wide range of curriculums, including experiential learning based on field trips to various 
areas in the community, cultural learning focusing on arts (writing, acting, painting, dancing, and playing musical 
instruments), and ecological learning focusing on natural science and the community s environment. The school 
provides its students with various opportunities to select learning topics and schedules, and the students are allowed 
to lead their own learning process by engaging in various individual and group activities on their own. Because of 
the school s emphasis on experiences and impressions in student learning, its teachers encourage the students to 
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have direct experiences by watching, listening, and touching the objects of study. To provide the students with 
various opportunities for learning, the school depends not only on human resources inside the school but also on 
various specialists from outside the school, such as film makers, entomologists, authors of books, and 
ecologists. 
Previous class periods (40 minutes for learning and 10 minutes for rest) were not appropriate for the experiential 
learning curriculum, and thus, the school has instituted a flexible schedule for innovative learning (e.g., 80 minutes 
for learning and 30 minutes for rest). The school emphasizes on diversity in its curriculum, but it also focuses on the 
traditional repeat-learning method for basic subjects. The teachers consider this traditional method to be one of the 
most effective methods for acquiring basic concepts and principles in subject areas such as math and language. For 
example, they allocate 20 minutes in every math class to repeat basic concepts such as addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, and division. They also take 20 minutes in every reading class to improve vocabulary by using a 
dictionary. Students search the word the dictionary, for instance, and try to understand the exact meaning 
of the word by composing sentences with the word. In addition, teachers provide supplemental instruction to those 
students failing to make adequate progress within the 20 minute learning in the regular classes. 
5. Seeking both diversity and standardization 
Test score is definitely one of the most important elements that account for huge variations in academic 
competencies of students. However, test score is not a factor that wholly represents student competencies. 
Accordingly, educational goals of a country should focus on a well-rounded development of students including 
cognitive, social, physical, and emotional development. The current policy of the national assessment in Korea may 
have a positive short-term effect on student learning. Unfortunately, however, this effect may not be substantial or 
sustainable because such a policy is likely to prevent schools from offering diverse and creative curriculums that can 
facilitate -term and well-rounded development.  
The two schools considered above provide evidence that these two educational goals (i.e., improving academic 
competencies and offering diverse and creative curriculums) can be achieved simultaneously. Further, these two 
cases suggest that the current policy of distributing financial resources based on test results should be reconsidered 
as following ways. First, the government should develop a strategy that reward successful schools and help others to 
incorporate proven and successful curriculums into their education system. For this strategy, identifying and 
compiling a list of successful schools and determining how they achieved success could be the first step.  
Second, the government should develop specific a strategy to help schools to effectively adopt proven 
curriculums and systems from successful schools. Sharing information on such curriculums and systems is not 
enough to produce a large number of equally successful schools across the country. The government needs to clearly 
understand all the reasons (including various cultural factors) behind the success of outstanding schools and develop 
the necessary know-how to transform ordinary schools into successful ones. Finally, principals and teachers should 
improve their teaching methods and pedagogical principles to better address educational goals that the society 
demands of schools. Internships in exemplary schools, for example, should be an effective way to help educators 
observe the cultural environment of such schools and improve their pedagogical principles.  
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The current national assessment policy does not address the ways in which leading schools could be identified 
and how their curriculums and systems could be adopted by others, and thus, the current policy is likely to fail if the 
policy continues to focus just on providing rewards and punishments. As demonstrated by the two schools, the 
success of the national assessment policy depends on changing the fundamental culture of the school by focusing on 
both the standardization and diversity of the curriculum.  
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